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PREFACE: The Origins of
English Colonial Governance

Jack P. Greene

“In every thing except their foreign trade,” observed Adam Smith in 1776,
dilating upon the causes of the rapid development of new colonial societies in the
Wealth of Nations, “the liberty of the English colonists is complete. It is in every
respect equal to that of their fellow-citizens at home, and is secured in the same

” 4«

manner, by an assembly of the representatives of the people. The government
of the English colonies,” he observed, “is perhaps the only one which, since the
world began, could give perfect security to the inhabitants of so very distant a
province. "® In these passages, Smith called attention to the most prominent
feature of early modemn English colonial governance: the transplantation of
parliamentary institutions to Ireland and America. Wherever English settlers went
in large numbers, English political and legal institutions went with them. By the
time Smith wrote, and by the time thirteen of Britain’s American colonies seceded
from the British Empire in 1783, this practice was so fundamental a feature of
British overseas colonization that it was virtually unthinkable that any polity that
included a substantial number of property-owning British settlers could operate

without British representative institutions. Over the nineteenth century, settler

colonies in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa routinely

@ Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations [ 1776 ], in The
Glasgow Edition of the Works and Correspondence of Adam Smith, ed. R. H. Campbell and A. S.
Skinner, 6 vols. ( Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976 —-83) , 2. 572, 583 - 85.
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established such institutions, and in the twentieth century, even non-settler
societies with small cadres of British political and military officials presiding over
large indigenous populations developed them, in what is surely one of the most
enduring legacies of British overseas colonization. How, why, and by whom the
foundations of this legacy were laid in colonial British America has long been a
subject of historical interest, but no modern work has thrown more light on this
subject than this original and penetrating study by Dr. ( Thomas) Yunlong Man.
Smith’s observations might be taken to suggest that the transfer of
parliamentary institutions to the colonies was part of some master plan worked out
on the eve of colonization with the objective of replicating the English polity, with
its division of authority between a Crown and a Parliament of upper and lower
houses. But this suggestion bears little resemblance to what actually happened. As
William Burke noted in 1757 in his under-appreciated two-volume survey of the
first two and a half centuries of European occupation of the Americas, “nothing of
an enlarged and legislative spirit appears in the planning of our colonies. ” Rather,
he observed candidly, the “settlement of our colonies was never pursued upon any
regular plan; but they were formed, grew, and flourished, as accidents, the nature
of the climate, or the dispositions of private men happened to operate. "®
Burke’s remarks accurately describe the ad hoc nature of the process by which
the English planted colonies in America during the first three-quarters of the
seventeenth century, and England’s experience was by no means extraordinary. At
the beginning of the era of early modern colonization, none of the emerging
nation-states of Europe had either the coercive resources necessary to establish its
hegemony over portions of the New World or the financial wherewithal to
mobilize such resources. As a result, during the early stages of colonization, any
nation-state contemplating overseas ventures farmed out that task, either to private
groups organized into chartered trading companies or to influential individuals. In
return for authorization from the Crown and in the expectation of realizing
extensive economic and social advantages, these “adventurers” agreed to assume
the heavy financial burdens of founding, defending, and succoring beachheads of

European occupation in America. In effect, European rulers gave these private

@® William Burke, An Account of the European Settlements in America, 2 vols. ( London: R. and J.
Dodsley, 1757), 2. 288.
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agents licenses with wide discretion to operate in domains over which the state’s
claims were highly tenuous and over whose indigenous inhabitants it exercised no
effective control, much less authority. If the gamble was successful, European
rulers secured at least minimal jurisdiction over American territories and peoples at a
minimal cost to royal treasuries.

Some of these early private agents of European imperialism, especially the
trading companies operating under the aegis of the Portuguese or the Dutch,
enjoyed considerable success in establishing trading footholds to tap some of the
economic potential of the New World. However, unless they encountered
wealthy native empires, rich mineral deposits, or vast pools of native labor—things
that happened on a large scale only in Mexico and Peru—few private adventurers
had the resources to sustain the high costs of settling, administering, and
developing a colony for more than a short period. Most of them were quickly
forced to seek cooperation and contributions from settlers, traders, and other
individual participants in the colonizing process.

Their efforts to enlist such cooperation acknowledged the fact that the actual
process of establishing effective centers of European power in America was often
less the result of the activities of colonial organizers or licensees than of the many
groups and individuals who took actual possession of land, built estates and
businesses, turned what had previously been wholly aboriginal landscapes into ones
that were at least partly European, constructed and presided over a viable system of
economic organization, created towns or other political units, and subjugated,
reduced to profitable labor, killed off, or expelled the original inhabitants. Making
up for their scarcity of economic resources, thousands of Europeans, by dint of
their industry and initiative,, created social spaces for themselves and their families in
America and thereby created for themselves status, capital, and power.

Throughout the new European Americas during the early modern era,
independent individual participants in the colonizing process were thus engaged in a
deep and widespread process of individual and corporate self~empowerment. In
contemporary Europe only a small fraction of the male population ever managed to
rise out of a state of socioeconomic dependency to achieve the civic competence,
the full right to have a voice in political decisions, that was the preserve of
independent property holders. By contrast, as a consequence of the easy availability

of land or other resources, a very large proportion of white adult male colonists
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were able to build estates and achieve individual independence.

This development produced strong demands on the part of the large,
empowered settler populations for the extension to the colonies of the same rights
to security or property and civic participation that appertained to the empowered,
high-status, and independent property holders in the polities whence they came. In
their view, colonial governance, no less than metropolitan governance, should
guarantee that men of their standing would not be governed without consultation
or in ways that were patently against their interests. Along with the vast distance of
the colonies from Europe, these circumstances powerfully drove those who were
nominally in charge of the colonies toward the establishment and toleration of
political structures that involved active consultation with, if not the formal consent
of, local settlers. Consultation meant that local populations would more willingly
both acknowledge the legitimacy of the authority of private agencies of colonization
and contribute to local costs. The earliest stages of colonization thus led to the
emergence in new colonial peripheries of many new and relatively centers of
European power that were effectively under local control.

These centers invariably were reflections of the European worlds from which
the settlers came. Intending to create offshoots of the Old World in the New, the
numerous emigrants to the colonies insisted on taking their laws and institutions
with them and making them the primary foundations for the new societies they
sought to establish. For these societies, these laws and institutions functioned as “a
concomitant of emigration. ” They were not, as one scholar has noted, “imposed
upon settlers but claimed by them. "® They served as a vivid and symbolically
powerful badge of the emigrants’ deepest aspirations to retain in their new places of
abode their identities as members of the European societies to which they were
attached, identities that, in their eyes, both established their superiority over and
sharply distinguished them from the seemingly rude and uncivilized people they
were seeking to dispossess.

The English settlements established in North America, the West Indies, and

(@ Jorg Frisch, “Law as a Means and as an End: Remarks on the Function of European and Non-
European Law in the Process of European Expansion,” in W. J. Mommsen and J. A. De Moor,
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